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Weather Vanes, An American Folk Art 
Historical Background 

Did you know that the early Greeks in Athens built a Tower of 
the Winds and constructed a weather vane in the form of Triton, a sea 
god of Greek mythology back in the first century B.C.? Triton was in 
the form of a man's head and upper body with the tail of a fish. The 
weather vane was casted in bronze and reached a length of four to 
eight feet long according to archeological research. 

Early records also indicate that the Vikings used weather vanes 
ou their ships and later the Scandinavians placed weather vanes on 
top of their churches. Many of these can still be seen in Norway and 
Sweden today. 

Are you aware that the symbol of the rooster was ordered by 
Papal decree to be installed at the top of the church in Christendom? 

During the middle ages, the designs of the weather vanes changed 
to banners, coats-of-arms, and pennants. It is not surprising then 
that the early American craftsman continued to create and design 
weather vanes that were practical and entertaining pieces of mobile 
artwork. The early colonists fashioned weather vanes that were very 
symbolic of their everyday life. Farmers used farm animals and the 
arrow. Settlers along the coast created nautical motifs of sailing 
ships, fish, and seagulls. After the Revolutionary War, the eagle 
became the most patriotic symbol indicating wind direction atop build- 
ings from the coast to the west. 

Functions of Weather Vanes 

What functions did the weather vanes play in the lives of the 
early colonists? Weather was very important in the lives of the ear- 
ly colonists. The weather vanes helped the farmers, sailors, and 
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colonists predict the weather and seasons by telling them which way 
the wind was blowing and from this they could predict what the weath- 
er would be like for the day or day after. For instance, at the end 
of winter a warm wind from the South would indicate to the farmer 
that the snow would soon be melting and that he should be getting 
ready for spring planting. Along the coast a sudden shift in the 
wind direction might indicate that a storm was brewing. 

Wind from the east - bad for man and for beast; 

Wind from the south is too hot for them both; 

Wind from the north is of very little worth; 

Wind from the west is the softest and the best. 

Construction and Design 

Weather vanes were designed to indicate the wind direction at a 
glance; therefore, the early shapes were simple without alot of de- 
tail. Later vanes were very elaborate in shape and design. The ear~ 
ly American weather vanes were made of wood and painted for protec- 
tion from the weather. After 1850 the American weather vanes were 
constructed of sheet metals such as; tin, copper, and brass that 
could be shaped into three dimensional shapes. Today most weather 
vanes are manufactured in cast iron, or sheet copper and brass. 

The early colonists designed weather vanes in numerous shapes. 
These shapes were often used as symbols to indicate or represent a 
particular business or occupation, For example, a ship could indi- 
cate a shipyard, a cow could stand for a dairy farm, or a horse and 


groom for a stable. 
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Reading Weather Vanes 
How do you read a weather vane? The weather vanes are designed 
so that they are perfectly balanced to swing freely in the slightest 
breeze. The front of the symbol will generally point toward the di- 
rection of the prevailing wind. If the weather vane is pointing to 
the south, the wind is coming from a southerly direction. If point- 
ing to the northwest, the wind is blowing from the northwest and is 
said to be a northwest wind. 
Famous Weather Vanes 
Boston has New England's most famous weather vane. Do you know 
what it is and where it is located? If your answers are no, let me 
give you a clue. It is located atop the cupola of Faneuil Hall. Now 
do you recall what it is? If you still do not know, then read the 
following legend and find the answer. 

An old legend tells about a group of Boston sailors 
who were rescued from their sinking ship by the crew of 
an English clipper and taken to the Port of Valparaiso, 

Chile. The sailors had no money or identifications so 
they went to the American Consul for aid. 

“You came to this port in a British ship without 
Papers or anyone to vouch for you," the official pointed 
out. "How can i accept your claims that you are from 
Boston?" 

After thinking for a momemt he sent for one of his 
assistants who was from Massachusetts, and explained the 
problem to him, 

The assistant smiled, "We can easily discover if they 
are telling the truth." He turned and spoke to the down- 
hearted sailors. 

"In Boston there is a weather vane atop Faneuil Hall. 

Can you tell me what it represents? Is it a ship - a bird, 
letters?" 

"No, sir! It is a grasshopper," the sailors shouted. 


“You may be sure that these men are fxom Roston," 
their interrogator told the Consul. 
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For over 200 years this famous weather vane has been pointing 
out the direction the wind is blowing to the people of Boston. 
Boston's Famous Weather Vane, written by Lewis A. Taft, is an inter- 
esting article about the famous weather vane and how it nearly faced 
destruction twice. 

Other examples of historical weather vanes are the Banner, "Old 
North Church" (Christ Church of Boston), and the rooster on the First 
Church of Cambridge. These three weather vanes were all made by 


America's first documented weather vane maker Shem Drowne. 
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Banneret vane on Boston's Old North church made by Shem 2ro.me 
in mid-eighteenth century. Vane was completely restored in 
1954 after steeple fell in hurricane. Fresent condition of 
bent pennant and finial unexplairsd but will be repaired after 
vane is removed by use of helicopter. 
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Weather Vane Shapes 


Early craftsmen often created a variety of shapes to help iden- 
tify certain types of buildings or businesses: (ex. a cow represent- 
ed the dairy farm, a horse for a stable). In each of the following 
squares you are to design an appropriate weather vane for the follow- 
ing buildings in your surrounding communities. 


TRAIN STATION FIRE HOUSE 


LIBRARY 
N 
__HOSPITAL _ = BOAT HOUSE ae | 


WEATHER VANE CROSSWORD PUZZLE 


Across: 


Down: 


1. 
2. 
oe 
4. 
5. 


CROSSWORD PUZZLE CLUES 


A small structure built on top of a roof 
Type of early weather vane (plain) 
Mobile wind direction finder 

Drowne's first name 

Coastal or nautical-shaped weather vane 
Yellow-colored sheet metal 

Opposite of impractical 


A fowl that crows 


Common reddish metal that is malleable 
People of Norway and Sweden 
Boston's famous weather vane 


Famous building in Boston 
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Construct A Simple Weather Vane 


Materials Needed: 


Cardboard 

Aluminum Foil 

Crayon 

White all purpose glue 
Scissors 

Paper punch 


Sample Shape 


Directions: 

1. Draw a very simple outline of an animal, leaving out the 
details. Do this on a piece of cardboard and then cut 
it out. 

2. Place the shape on two pieces of aluminum foil. 

3. Remove the shape and carefully crumble the foil pieces, 
Separately flatten them out. This will give the shape 
a weathered look. 


4. Outline both sides of the shape with glue. Place it be-— 
tween the pieces of foil. Press down to stick. 


5. Trim around the shape with scissors. 
6. Punch out the eye. 


7. You have just constructed a simple weather vane. 
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Design A Weather Vane For Your Home 
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Collage 


Make a collection of photographs or pictures of weather vanes and 
mount them below. 
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